CONVERSATION WITH DAVID GOLDBLATT IN JOHANNESBEURG, 11/85

I"m on a retainer basis, in other words, I regard that as a
freelance assignment as well. I am not on their sta+ff. I act as th
so-called director of photography and associate editor. That s m

official title.

Our new book will be called Lifetimes: Under Apartheid. Alfred
Knopf is publishing it. In 1986.
Yes, I'm a photographer, a free-lance photographer.

Born 1930 in Randfontein, which is a gold-mining town 25 miles tdg

the west of Johannesburg. That"s right. I grew up there, I spent 3
large chunk of my life there. Being a gold—-mining town, in the early
days, it had a lot of Cornish people there. Indeed it was very...
there was a good mixture of people. The gold mines were very mixed.
But the in the 30°s and 40°s when I grew up, there was an increasingly
large number of Afrikaaners who were coming in from the platteland,
from the country areas to work on the gold mines and in the

tatt = So I ypose ther was about 60% Afrikaaners and 40%
English, in terms of the white population. And probably, if you take

the population of blac mine workers,
black people of the town, they probably outnumbered the whites by
about 4 to 1, something like that. But as with all Sowth African
Towns, the black population was severly separate and separated from
the white, and the white ation consisted roughly I suppose of
about Afrikaaner 4074 English-speaking and of that 40% English
another subdivision into the Jewish community
there was a tair amount of mixing, it
among the whites themselves.
i ng, and as between the

who were migrants, plus the
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community, there was some mixing, as I say,
I mean my par brid with very broad spectrum of people.
But they were pe exception in the town, they weren®t very
cloistered in their approach.
I went to & convent, the local convent, in my primary school
years and that was mainly English speaking. There was a fair number of

A4rikaaners.
school in

and then my mother tried to send me off to a boarding
high scheol and I refused to cooperate and she eventually

brought me back to go to the same school that my two older brothers
had gone to, a2 high school in Krugersdorp which is a nearby town. We

And school
My brothers had been to thes same

used te travel by train every day to school.
relaxed sort of thing.
was quite a good school.

was guite a
school and it

Harris:
blacks.

Buite obviously there was totally segregated in regards to

Oh, absclutely. Today, there are many schools where you have
black children in the so-called white schonls. There are many white
so—called schools that have bBlack children now. Not the case then.

It was severly segregated.

Veultural differences were very much greater then.

were done. [3 think that from a very
grew up with a sense of outrage at much
that was done. But clearly, 1 accepted, if you like, & given order.
Certainly when I was at school, I didn’t guestion that there were only
white kids in my school. But then it must be said also that at ?hat‘
time, the possibilities of black children and white children mixing 1in
the same school were much more difficult to contemplate. I think

I°’m not talking
of the political problems that you might have had in attempting such a

That was the way things
garly age, | was outraged or

now

Ehangs There were very much wider cultural differences then than
there are now. I think that the process of economic growth and

accelerated the pace at which various
country have tended towards a common kind of culture,
5 stili very And certainly it has given
very many more things in common so that it's not so
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difficult to contemplate that kind of a shared society. But let me
say this: if at that time it had been suggested that we should have
shared schools, I could see my father who was a largely sel f~educated
man, ves I could see him saying, "Yes, that®s a very good th}ng,” and
gupbmktjnq it and therefore sending me to a school like thatf}>
—

Harri I was just about to ask you was that sense of outrage
something that ;Ou got from your parents, your friends, or was that

something of your own...

j;mmp I think I picked up values particularly from my father, my

father was a liberal man for his time. He had some blockages, if you
like in his thinking, but that was to be expected, he’d grown up and
educated himself very lar ly, without the benefits of any great
world-wide experience, in a small town in a very restrictive
communl ty. And I think from an early age he gave me a sense of
outrage at racism. I think it was in his blood, to disapprove of that
kind of thing. Even in his language, he didn’t like to use the common
terms of deregation that people in this country use. So I think that
I've picked up a lot of that from him probably. I think that my |
parents made it possible for me perhaps to be a little different from
kide in the neighborhood.

_.-)
Harris: When you say that, is sounds like you had a sense that you

were different.

was. Hard guite to put my finger on why and in .
knew that I was somewhat different. I
but I think

Yes, 1 think I
what respects, but certainly I
wouldn®t like to exaggerate, it wasn’t a great difference,
I was probably regarded as being & little bit way out by my
contemporaries. I certainly don®t want to exaggerate, but there were
differences. It was perhaps to some extent because I didn™t mix into
the, I wasn™t much of a mixer. I tended to be a loner. I can’t
recall, all the things that went into the mix.

But you went to high school and got out and was it just
you'd go into your father’s business.

Harris:
assumed

in the last year or two of high school, I became very aware
particularly in the last year, and I became an avid

No,
of photography,
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reader of "Look™, "lLife" and "Ficture Fost" and got enormously excited
over what I saw. And at that time, there was really no...that I can®t
exaggerate.. It s impossible to exaggerate how little was felt or known
of that photography here. It was simply unknown. There were
commercial photographers, there were a few newspaper photographers,
and there the salon photographers, the camera clubbers, but
bugger—-all

And when I 1, I very much wanted to become a magazine
13 wrote to Kurt Hutton whe was one of the
ine photographers in England at the time, on Ficture

him how he thought I could do this. He wrote back a VEery
very warm, telling me just to get on a boat and come get
Oon a magazine. It didn®t matter what I did, just

) darkroom assistant, anything, just come. Anc I
didn?t hav C S, Quite simply. I didn”t have that kind of guts.

I couldn®t project myself into that ... into seeing how I could be
there. 1 was scar And so I went around Joberg to various
photographers, if they could teach me something about magazine
photography. This was 1949,

rapher and
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Hnd then, I met the kind of blank wall, they didn®t know what
I was talking 1 There were a couple who had sSome experience in
WAHS Oone guy in particular who said yes, he could
2rman Jew who'd come here as a retugee and who
claimed that he’d worked on magazines in Germany and that he was still
working for agencies overseas. And he showed me some of his work and
I went to work with him.

this. And then +ti
teach me. He w:

quickly that my job consisted mostly of doing just
in the darkroom, principally printing thousands of
secondly going with him on weekends to weddings.
veddings was to carry a number of cameras around my

two &
pastcards
Arnd m Y

neck:, rofessional. I had to bustle around, and I had to
keep a shar tor anybody who had a good camera. Any guest with

to mark and my job was to ensure that the guest

: Lcture. My job was to ensure that my boss was the
only perscn to come away from the wedding with a good picture. I was
hated!! d to bump peecple or stand up in front of them or pop up
in front of them. It was really a horrible thing..and I°d never been
in...1°d been in very few tights in my life, but in those three months
I worked for MNusbaum I was in fights all the time. Every weekend.
Anyway, after three months of this, I really became very discouraged
and I gave it up. fAnd I discovered the ten pounds a month he had been
paying me, my father was in fact Ppaying him. So I went to work for my
tather which I didn®t really want to do.

didn*t g
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My grandfather had come to Randfontein in 1892, along with
many other Jews from Eastern Europe, when there were a series of
Ppegroms.  And he’d opened a trading store in Randfontein. Aand my
tather had come out as a young boy. and when my grandtather died in
1910 I think, my father was about 14, and he took over the trading
store. He had to run it. Aand he had developed over the years y & very
» Very personal kind of men’s outfitting store. Mining people, who

Came out to Randfontein {(we had a very big gold mine, the biggest in

'1’

%

the world at the time) mining people who came out there and were
tioned there used to come to Eli Boldblatt’s and shop . #and then
torever atterwards, no matter where they went in the country, they
would phone Eli up for their clothes. And he knew, you know. Y oul
would phone him up from some remote mine in Eastern Transvaal and s
"Eli, I need a new sports jacket and some pajamas" and he’d know what
your'size was, what kind of sports jacket you liked and he’d know
whether you liked silk pajamas or wooly pajamas, fleecy paqamaa and
he'd send vou off a parcel and you knew it was raght. 2 M e was a
very personal sort of business. And he really hoped that one of us,
there were three brothers, would go into the business, and in fact my
oldest brother, Nick, who now lives in London, was supposed to go into
the business, when he finished matric in 19 my tather was
going to send him to England to learn the trade as it were by working
for while in Simpson®s factories in England. Simpscen was a famous
1
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clothing manufacturer. And then he said to Mick, "Ne, I think in view
what’s happening in Germany now, you should go to the Unive Ty

The same thing might happen here.

L)

and get yourselt a profession.

There was a lot of anti-semitism in South A&Fric
national movement was becoming quite power+ul and
elements in it. He suggested to Nick that he go to :
which he did, so Nick didn®t go into the business. Iy middle
brother, Dan, was chronically ill- he had a rheumati i t — and when
the war came he ran away to sea and became a merc )
operator. Then when he got back from the war., he ce tainly didn®t
want to go into business. And Nick by then was an abl ished
engine ; s0 it was left to me. And I went into the business in
or 7we and then I stayed there for 12 ye
1965, All that time I lived in Randfontein. But During the fifties, I
then became a part-time student at the Wits Uni ‘ Com, a
commercial degree. Fnd 1t was then the anly
available, and I enjoyed it thoroughly.
town and moved into t and commute to b
I got married in 1954/ and we lived in
then we moved to Randfontein. Yaah.

university,

ars. I left the business in

Harri Were you photographing during this period?

i
3

In the early years, after 1°d gone into the business, I was
very anxious to become a photographer and to photograph, and in 19
think it was, I was very conscious of what was happening, you know in
1948 the Nationalist Party came to power. And this fundamentally
changed everything in this country. I saw mysel+ as being a kind of
crusader if you like with a camera. In a sense that I thought that 1
should try to photograph some of the things that happened to tell the
rest of the world. And so in 1952 1 photographed a little scene on
Johannesburg Station where the first apartheid signs had gone up. And
sent these to the Post in England. They rejected them. The didn’t use
them. Not long after that when political things started cooking here,
they sent me a cable just to send them pictures. They wanted
photographs. Of course to me this was a tremendous thing and 1 waht
off and did a couple of stories for them. Fhotographed the beginnings
of the defiance Campaign and the activities of Anglican Priest, Trevor
Huddleston, now the head of the anti—-apartheid movement in London.




mec to D
1 dually came t Then in the early &0s, having now perhaps raed to control the
realize that if I was to photograph here the things tl & medi um e, I ostarted taking pictureb again more seriously. In the
important to me, I would have to first of all become more adept at tnh meantime, I"m sorry, I°m really not a very good storytelier, but in
craft. the meantime I had become very, very engrossed in pure sconomics at
university. These two things sort of stretched me bhetween them —

I had no knowledge of the craft at the time, I merely stumbled photography and pure economics = and I knew that I couldnt do both
along. \@nd I think gradually also I changed my approach to the hecause I tend to be obsessional and I knew that if I wanted to
subject matter itself ﬂnd ny role as photographer. D et yselq | engross myself in one it would have to be at the expense of the other.
;jqqﬁr of what was happening and my Ffather in the meantime had become 3 1 and P had D st o
Cataloging is not pe in the business to run it and he died in Poeivimie 3t
+hat it wasn’t within atter died, I sold the business and d
within my powear photographer rather than an economl st.
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in the meantime become a professional and
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all I was a men’'s outfitter, and any pho
Secondly, I got to re >
r“w*uqru, difficult. Fut I wasn®t
wanted to publ[u 2 photographs. k- W Gl g
began to realize vat the things I was seeing
to outsiders withoul
out of things, which
1 earg

toget
he was oftered
atElaet. I had

sioned me to do

1T MY

make

me a great deal. I g |
Because this was not, you know, she ¢ e me in guite a short period of
f time really a guite wide range of ignments that abled me, or
v ) ; forced me really, to the .. how to take pictures

t know any othel professionally. She demanding. She wouldn’t
showed them : iet me get away with : “Ls a? things, you
these bthings to OLnel Enow-—from fashion to portraits y furniture, all kind of ih1imnh
Guite guickly realizing 11 that I didn®t want to get involved
in...bhecause although I *hlu! I rwaﬁﬁﬁﬁb]y competent -
them, I realized that they didn’t interest me PR - 12 [« - U )
: publication in the magazine led to gthar assignments and so in a way
G that was an opening into professional photography.
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that Sorry, I°m just

the &0s and I didn’t 3 many prof

ML spent a lot of time doing things that 1 wanted to do myselt. I had

2 the, Lh ! *Wﬁf one come away from the shop with a bit of money, SO we weren't starving,
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stretching my wings
& EU_tHEWn I something of it. And I also started photographing Afrikaaner people.
IC_DhUtC Around about that time, 1944 or 465, I met Joe Leliyveld 0¥ New York

. bu Times, and we did a couple of jobs together. They commissionsd me to
pieces for the New York Times Magazine. These
if you like,

work failed. It was worthless. I &l
hecame engrossed in the Ansel fidams ba
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ave me, I didn’t religiously work right thro
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Fris and moe
think in the
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I read right t ugh it and got a fair grasp ot Lt and did some of th do a couple of maga
exerrcises as it were, the tests and so on, which began to give me were published in the Times and gave me the opportunity,
hetter command of the craft, wh1ch was very important to me becaus& I of doing a fair amount of photou;aphy around the nylggg ers. which 1is
then was able to take photographs with greater predictability. \ where I wanted to be anyway. B

rt W0

w Harris: Can you talk a little bit about that ...why. Why do you
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I wanted to photograph Afrikaaners for a nunber of reasocns. I

had grown up among Afrikaaner people, as I told you, and my A
experiences guite frankly, in the early years were very unpleasant

: the whole. I experienced
alsp witnessed some gQross
le. And I had come to be
I knew, +tor in ance the
nursemaid had children who I
heard me talking to the other
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11 spate——it was like a giant flood, you
1ibke, and so. my awareness of these things
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very., there was something very warm about them, the language was
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people. And that went on from about 1961-
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19469. And the mining e we:ll took a few of those years, and
.

during that time, Jadine Gordimer, who I didn™t know but )
whcse_wcrk I had long admired, I showed her some of the pictures I had
2 1 est
1

sted in it and we worked on that together.
in Anglo—-American’s magazine Optima. And
lines. That was

done and she bec
And we published a
subseaguently, put
published I think 5 : : . : o
published in 1975. I don’t know how interesting it will be, but 1711
tell you zbout 1t.
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into a book

In 1947 I guess., somewhere around there, Sam Haskins who became
1 : saw the work

that I°d been doing on the Afrikaaners and he offered to 1aygut a book
for me-to design a book. He was a very talented, is a very talented
designer, in addition to a talented photographer. He_wentﬁuver to
Europe. When he emigrated he took with him a great pl}e of my :
contacts and rough prints. He put together a dummy whlgh he sent back
to me and which I then printed up as a book. I took this to England

very well-known as a photographer of nudes and so on,

in 1968 and met with quite a warm reception from one publisher i1n

particul ar and they

said that if I could get another publisher in
another area interested so that they could do a simultaneocus
publication they would be interested in publishing. So I went across
to New Yorik, I was given a list of names of publishers to go and see,
and I went to see publishers in New York.

The reception was more or less universally the same: interesting
stuft but really no gimmick, there is nothing here that we can sell.
They were not interested in it. One of them said to me, "We’ve got our
southerners, we don®t need vour Atrikaaners."” I met a guy who’s now
actually publishing the book the I'm doing with Nadine. He said,
these are nice bhut "You ain’t got a gimmick." I think he’s mixed (H¥a]
now with knopf, I°m not sure. ANYWay...s0 1
Africa, obviously

me. back to South

: y discouraged and put the book away thinking that
it was a sort of lost cause. And then Barney Simon, whose iplay we
went to see the other night, looked at what I had done and he really
gave me a kick in the pants. He somehow stirred seeds of discontent
in me because he guestioned whether what I had done was me or Haskins?
He didn™t question that the photographs were mine, but the book was
Haskins® bhook bet > it was lai in the very, very individual
style that was peculiar to S S s LRy bold “ c:éfw'trasa't. y

tf@atm 1k, pictures butted other and erly cropping
F]EfUF@E, to fit graphic 13 g w the lines in one picture
intersect with the lines of another so that one picture comments on
the other and that sort of thing. I'm sure you're familiar with it.

I still have the dummy, I can show it to you later.

in
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S0 Harney
seriously at ewv
in +tast, I had
had done for :
time how one could u

& spanner in the works and I began to look very
“ything I had done and guestion it. ANd realized that
T going up a blind alley——or not my alley. What Sam
aluable to ms He had showed me for the first
1

inv
pictures. “d never thought of it before, I1°d
' L orn how pictures could work together. How they
relate ancd inf relate and correlate and that sort of thing. and whét
he had done w: to give me my pictures,
but in doing that he had shown me vary‘r early how vou can work with
piotures. And by looking at that, I realized how irdidn’t want to
work with pictures and how I did want to work with pictures, which was
a much more classical and severe formula or approach. So, I
completely recast the thing and I did a new dummy . Gcing.right aver
to the other ttreme——one picture to a spread and not attempting to
play one picture against the other, and that sort of thing. But I now
had a_much better grasp of how these things happened, what the
dynamics of photographic layout were. And that dummy I then showed
around and more or less met with the response here: that it was not a
Popular subject and no South African publisher was going to put his
hafd earned bread into that. and really, what did I want to go out
doing these rather poor class Afrikaaners, if I was going to do
something on Afrikaaners, at least lock at the rich ones. So again, I
put it away, thinking that that was a lost cause. ‘

never given any thoug

f you like, in his image,
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And then a friend of mine, Murray Crawford who had become a friend
through the Tattler, that magazine I°d worked for, came to me one day
and said, "Look, I°ve made a lot of money." He’s a very clever man
and he can®t help making money. "I"ve made a lot of money and I
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Boksburg where I°
simply with the And, but
g of the Afrikaaners, I had said
And so I went on photographing
the editor of Dptima magazine,
commission me to do a series of
editor in the sense that

Atrikaaners,
or some
concerned ab
I had finished
what I wanted.
other things. In the ear )
the Aglo-American publication, to
pictures on Sowsto. He very sympathetic
I told him that I wanted do these pictures for myself, that I
wanted him to pay me. other words, I was going to do them as
though they were for myself but Anglo—American would pay me for them
which he happily accepted. S50 1 spent about months in Soweto
then. And I went on to do other varlious pleces—-—essays, which weren’t
published in hook form. Some them weren®t published all, some
of them were published in magazines. But all of these very
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5 personal endeavors,

IPve always made, from very early on,
professional photographer, a
personal worlk and my professional
mix. The reason simply being that when I'm working for a
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